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A federal grand jury in San Juan, Puerto Rico, indicted seven Cuban exiles Aug. 25 on homicide
charges in connection with an alleged conspiracy to assassinate Cuban President Fidel Castro. The
indictments could mark a major turning point in Cuban-exile influence on US policy since one of
the men indicted was an official of the powerful Miami-based Cuban American National Foundation
(CANF), one of the most effective congressional-lobbying organizations.
The indictments grew out of the US Coast Guard's seizure in October 1997 of La Esperanza, a
boat with four Cuban exiles aboard. The boat, which ran into trouble off Puerto Rico, was carrying
two .50-calibre sniper rifles, and one of the men aboard said he was going to kill Castro at the IberoAmerican Summit on Margarita Island, Venezuela, in November (see NotiCen, 12/11/97).
The grand jury handed up indictments against the four La Esperanza crew members: Angel Alfonso,
57, of Union City, NJ; Francisco Cordova, 50, of Marathon, FL; Angel Hernandez Rojo, 64, of Miami;
and Juan Bautista Marquez, 61, of Miami. Also indicted were Alfredo Otero, 62, of Miami, a member
of CANF, and Jose Rodriguez Sosa, 61, of Miami, president of an association whose members took
part in Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operations against Cuba in the 1960s.
The indictment that is potentially most damaging to CANF is against Jose Antonio Llama, 66, a
member of CANF's 28-member executive committee. Nautical Sports Inc., a Florida business owned
by Llama, is the registered owner of La Esperanza. CANF president Francisco Hernandez, whose
name has been linked to the Esperanza affair, was not indicted though one of the sniper rifles
found on La Esperanza belonged to him. FBI sources say the investigation is ongoing, and more
indictments could be announced before the case goes to trial sometime in the fall.
On Aug. 27, four of the seven Alfonso, Hernandez Rojo, Marquez, and Cordova pleaded not guilty
and were released on bail by a San Juan District Court. The other three are expected to enter
the same plea when they make their first court appearance. The indictment says the men began
planning to assassinate Castro four years ago. In 1995, auxiliary fuel tanks were installed in the boat,
which was taken at least once on a practice run to Margarita Island.
Investigators found a map on the boat with a route laid out to Margarita Island and a hilltop location
marked on the island where the assassination supposedly would be attempted. Other evidence
mentioned in the indictment was a bag of .50-calibre ammunition and a manual for the rifles, which
Rodriguez allegedly left in the trunk of a rental car. He and Hernandez Rojo were listed in the rental
contract as drivers of the car.
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Since the announcement in mid-August that indictments were imminent, CANF attorneys have
said they would mount a political defense. They said they would argue in court that actions against
Castro were legitimate because they coincided with a long history of US covert operations to bring
down the Cuban regime, including assassination attempts, dating back at least to the Bay of Pigs
invasion in 1961.
One defense lawyer called the indictment a "hypocrisy," and said he would show that, since 1959,
the US government has "condoned and instigated and financed numerous assassination attempts
against Fidel Castro and other leaders." Prosecutors want to keep politics out of trial In a move to
head off a political defense, US prosecutors charged the seven men with attempted murder and
related charges instead of violations of the US Neutrality Act. Charges under the latter are harder to
prove in court and carry a much lighter penalty.
Conviction on the murder charges could bring maximum penalties of life imprisonment. The
murder charges come under federal statues amended in 1976 to cover attempts on the life of a
foreign head of state or other "internationally protected person" by a US citizen or a person residing
in the US after committing the crime. The law was used successfully to convict Cuban exiles who
participated in the murder of former Chilean foreign minister Orlando Letelier in 1976. Whether
the lawyers will be prevented from raising a political defense in the trial is unclear, but outside the
courtroom, political questions have already been raised. Before the indictments were announced,
reporters asked why preparation of the indictments was shifted from Puerto Rico to Washington.
Earlier, the US attorney's office in Puerto Rico said it was a routine case that would be prepared in
San Juan. At the outset, there was some indication that federal authorities intended to downplay
the case when a judge in San Juan dropped charges of conspiracy to commit murder against the
four men found on the boat. State Department refuses to talk with CANF about case With the
announcement that CANF officers and others might be indicted, CANF executives treated the issue
as political, bringing it up at a meeting with Undersecretary of State for Economic, Business, and
Agricultural Affairs and special envoy on Cuba Stuart Eizenstat.
During the meeting, Jose Mas Santos, one of CANF's directors, began discussing the political
implications of the impending indictments and how they would be received by the Cuban-exile
community. State Department Office of Cuban Affairs Coordinator Michael Ranneberger said
that "Eizenstat forcefully responded that we could not and would not discuss the matter of the
indictments in any way, shape, or form." CANF representatives have publicly called the indictments
political and renewed the foundation's claim that President Bill Clinton's administration is softening
US policy toward Cuba. The indictments are "politically motivated allegations...wholly without
merit," said a spokesperson.
CANF is also portraying the indictments as a capitulation to Cuban complaints that the US is not
doing enough to enforce neutrality laws. "We believe as does the vast majority of the Cuban-exile
community that violence is not the answer to the Cuban crisis," said a formal CANF statement
released Aug. 25. "That is what distinguishes us from Castro." The statement affirmed CANF's
support for "peaceful democratization in Cuba" and said the indictments coincided with a "well©2011 The University of New Mexico,
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financed attack" against CANF by an unnamed group of Castro defenders. Government officials
deny change in US Cuba policy
US officials found themselves in the unusual position of denying that the government was
defending Castro by indicting his enemies. State Department spokesman James Foley called the
idea "ridiculous" and said the indictments stem from a commitment to combat acts of violence
against other countries. Any change in US policy will come only after "fundamental democratic
change" in Cuba, said Foley. Asked at a press briefing what message the indictments send to Cuban
exiles who want to see Castro overthrown, Foley said the indictments were a law-enforcement
matter. "We don't see any politics in this issue whatsoever," he said. Despite official US denials,
CANF's view is that the indictments mark a decisive turning point in Cuban-US relations, and in
CANF-US relations.
The indictments came during the same month that former CIA operative Luis Posada told The New
York Times he was given US$200,000 by CANF over the years to carry out attacks in Cuba, including
the bombing of tourist sites in 1997 (see NotiCen, 08/13/98). Posada later retracted his statement.
The Cuban government has long accused CANF of fomenting terrorist attacks on the island and has
accused the US government of allowing CANF and other exile organizations to operate outside the
law.
In mid-August, Ricardo Alarcon, president of the Cuban National Assembly, said CANF continues
to finance terrorism activities by Posada. "The US has a moral and political problem with the
existence of CANF, its financial support for congressional candidates....and its presence in official
acts in Washington," he said. Whatever the outcome of the Puerto Rican trial, some political
observers are saying the Esperanza case will badly damage CANF and force its congressional allies
to distance themselves from the organization. (Source: Cuban American National Foundation,
Press Release, 08/26/98; Spanish news service EFE, 08/14/98; Xinhua, 08/26/98; The Miami Herald,
08/25/98, 08/26/98, 08/27/98; Notimex, 08/20/98, 08/27/98, 08/28/98; Associated Press, 08/26/98,
08/28/98; US Department of State Daily Press Briefings, 08/28/98)
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